James Owen Drife emeritus professor of obstetrics and gynaecology, Leeds
In my first interview for an academic post they asked me why I wanted to be a university lecturer. I said something like, "Well, I like lecturing," and quickly realised it was the wrong answer. Nobody trusts a smart alec, especially one who enjoys public speaking.
At least my reply was honest, though nowadays that may be hard to believe. Back in the 1970s all you needed for a talk was a set of multicoloured felt tip pens. You had fun preparing customised overheads and the audience had a good time watching you attempt to project them the right way up. You were in complete control of the visual aids and could decide whether the top, middle, or bottom of the isosceles trapezium should be in focus.
In those days the recipe for a good lecture was a prolonged power cut and that has become more true as technology has moved on. Today there are microphones, but they are in front of the speaker and not to the rear, where he or she is usually facing. There is a computerised projection system but nobody knows how to switch it on. The climax of the meeting is the breathless arrival of the secretary who knows the password.
A gulf has opened between the generations. Medical students, facing a technical hitch during their presentation, simply frown, tap the laptop and sort it out. Lecturers of my age generate audience participation as we move the cursor slowly around searching for the icon for full screen, which is in a different place on each postgraduate centre's system. Like everyone else, speakers are now enmeshed in red tape. Weeks beforehand we have to complete an online form giving our aim, our five learning objectives, an abstract of 200 words (they will be counted by computer), a brief biography (I write a new one each time), and a statement on whether we shall require medical assistance to reach the podium.
But in December the rules are suspended. Next week I'm giving a Christmas lecture and all I have to do is turn up. This loosening of the bureaucratic straitjacket is unnerving. What style should I choose-scientific, nostalgic, provocative, funny (best avoided), or motivational (too expensive)? Or do they just want me for my white beard? Anyway at Christmas, who's listening?
